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Re-dreaming the Butterfly Dream
Xinda Lian
One of the most celebrated dreams in Chinese literature is 
found in the “Qiwu lun” （Discussion on Making Things Equal) in 
the Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi:^
Once Zhuang Zhou [Zhuangzi] dreamt he was a butterfly, a 
butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and 
doing as he pleased. He didn't know he was Zhuang Zhou. 
Suddenly he woke up and there he was, so lid ly  and 
unmistakably Zhuang Zhou. But he didn't know if he was Zhuang 
Zhou who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming 
he was Zhuang Zhou. (Watson 1968: 49)* 12
While analytical brains alone cannot solve all the puzzles
The original version of this essay was presented at the joint 
meeting of the American Comparative Literature Association and the 
American Association of Chinese Comparative Literature in Puerto 
Vallata, Mexico, April 1997. A condensed version of the essay was 
presented in the Brown Bag Lecture Series of the Center for Chinese 
Studies at the University of Michigan in September 1998. I wish to 
express my gratitude to participants at the two meetings, and 
especially to Jianguo Chen, Kenneth DeWoskin, Liangyan Ge, Yi-tsi 
Mei Feuerwerker, Shuen-fu Lin， David Rolston, Anna Shields, and 
Rujie Wang for their comments and suggestions. I should like also to 
thank the two JMLC reviewers for their invaluable suggestions.
1 The “Inner Chapters” refers to the first seven of the existing 
thirty-three chapters of the Zhuangzi. It is generally believed that they 
were written by the putative author Zhuangzi (ca. 369-286 B.C.) 
himself and best reflect his philosophical ideas.
2 For the sake of consistency, Zhuangzi's name is changed from 
a Wade-Giles to a pinyin rendering.
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surrounding this philosophical dream,3 sensitive hearts willing to 
go empathically through Zhuangzi’s oneiric experience will 
certainly help reveal how and why Zhuangzi's confidence in his 
knowledge about reality can be shattered by a dream. When 
Zhuangzi dreams he is a butterfly, he is thrilled and feels free to 
do as he pleases. The phrase used in the original text to depict 
栩栩然 the butterfly, xuxu ran, captures the thorough gratification 
Zhuangzi feels as he flaps his newly acquired wings. Totally 
submerged in this ecstasy of being a free butterfly, he no longer 
knows he has been Zhuangzi; his knowledge about the non- 
dream world is lost. The dream experience is so immediate and 
intense that when he wakes up he has no way to convince 
himself that the Zhuangzi in the real world is more real than the 
butterfly in the dream. True， now he is “solidly” Zhuangzi, a fact 
蘧蘧然 supported by the descriptive phrase ququ ran in the original. But 
no matter how we read ququ ran, we feel that the awakened 
Zhuangzi receives the solidity of his material existence almost 
negatively. If we take ququ ran as an adverbial portraying the 
state of waking up with a start,4 we see a bewildered Zhuangzi, 
somewhat shocked and annoyed because his pleasant dream is 
cut short and the joy of living as a butterfly taken away. If we 
read the phrase as “having a physical body，” as some traditional 
annotators suggest, we also have to agree with them that this 
physical body 丨s “rigid” or “stiff, 5 The physical Zhuangzi is all 
tangible, but stiff; the liveliness we see in the butterfly is not to 
be found here.
3 Scholars do not see eye to eye in their interpretation of this 
dream. Robert E. Allinson’s 1988 essay, “A Logical Reconstruction of 
the Butterfly Dream: The Case for Internal Textual Transformation/' is 
but one example of how this old issue can become a good topic for a 
heated new debate. The excitement brought about by the reopening of 
the debate is best summarized by Eric Schwitzgebel: “Heavy weather 
has been made over this [butterfly] passage . . . "  (1996: 86).
成玄英 4 Tang annotator Cheng Xuanying takes ququ ran as tlthe state
of being startled” （Wang Shumin 1988: 96).
王夫之 5 Wang Fuzhi (1619-1692) takes ququ ra/? as “having a physical
林希逸釋德清 body” （1974: 29). Southern Song scholar Lin Xiyi and Monk Deqing of 
the Ming Dynasty take a similar position. Lin says that ququ ran means 
“hard and rigid” and Monk Deqing believes that it means “lying rigid” 
(Chen Guying 1983: 92).
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It should be noted that Zhuangzi’s vivid projection of his 
dream experience is not meant to imply that life is less real than 
a dream, but simply to assert that dream is no less real 
than life. Hence A. C. Graham's caveat against possible 
misunderstanding of Zhuangzi’s message: “This is not . . .  an 
intimation that life is an illusion from which we wake to the reality 
behind it, but an illustration of the relativity of all knowledge" 
(Graham 1969-1970: 149).6 Nevertheless, as Zhuangzi 
deliberately blurs the line between life and dream, he opens the 
door for the interpretation Graham warns us against, that life is 
an illusion. After Zhuangzi, for more than two thousand years up 
until this century, numerous similar dreams were dreamt in 
Chinese literature in line with this interpretation, while the phrase 
“butterfly dream” was perpetuated as a metaphor for the illusory 
nature of human life.
Although many storywriters and playwrights in traditional 
times were creative enough to either add some new wine in a 
pretty old bottle or reshape the bottle when necessary and use 
the dream model quite effectively to address issues of current 
concern,6 still the functioning of this over-used model depended 
too much on its face value and it inevitably became trite. Partly 
because of this, and partly because more urgent issues like 
national salvation and ideological and political revolution took 
center stage, the dream model found itself antiqued in the early 
twentieth-century literary scene.
Lu Xun: Wild and Expansive Words
For that reason, it becomes quite remarkable when this 
age-old model was quietly absorbed into the general scheme of 
the most iconoclastic, the most "antique-bashing" masterpiece of 
modem Chinese literature， Lu Xun’s “Kuangren riji” [Diary of a 魯迅狂人日記 
madman] (1918) (hereafter (lDiary"). In this story, a madman tells 
in his diary how he makes his horrifying discovery of the man- 
eating nature of Chinese society. Everyone, including his
6 Anthony Yu observes that as the dream theme in the Honglou 紅樓夢
meng plays with the idea that there is the real in the false and the false 
in the real, it is not just about a Buddhist ontology of the world, but can 
also be seen as an “analogue to the ontology of narrative art” （Yu 
1989: 90).
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brother, his mother, even himself, is implicated in the four- 
thousand-year-old practice of cannibalism. He tries to point out 
this truth to others, but no one believes him. The “normal” 
members of the society only take his words as the hallucination 
of an abnormal madman. In Feuerwerker’s words， “his authority 
toward his audience [is] undermined in the very process of 
attempting communication” （Feuerwerker 1993: 174).
As a revolutionary pioneer who sees the disease of 
Chinese society and wants to “cry out” and wake up his 
compatriots from their slumber, Lu Xun knows well the dilemma 
his Madman faces. The Madman first tries to set the record 
straight by reasoning with a young man in the eighth section of 
the story; he then reasons again in the tenth section, now with 
his brother, and even attempts to persuade his brother and all 
those who are sane to give up their man-eating practice; his final 
appeal to the reason and conscience of the world of sanity 
comes at the end of the diary, where he makes his desperate 
plea, “Save the children!” All these attempts to communicate 
with the sane and the normal, however, are jeopardized by the 
fact that he uses a different discourse, the logic and grammar of 
which are shaped by his enlightenment and are not sanctioned 
by those with whom he wants to communicate.
To make the Madman out of this deadlocked situation, Lu 
Xun does try to have him challenge the validity of “normar 
discourse. In the third section of the diary, we are shown how the 
Madman examines intently an old history book, which is 
apparently all about “Virtue and Morality,” and finds that, 
between the lines, the whole book is actually filled with two 
words—“Eat people.” With good reason, the Madman says, 
“Everything requires careful consideration if one is to understand 
it_”
This revelatory remark should be read as a thinly 
disguised appeal from Lu Xun to his readers. He wants them to 
understand that, just as beautiful words can almost cover up evil 
deeds in the old history book, the seemingly nonsensical surface 
of the Madman’s diary might deplorably invalidate the truth 
underneath. Hence the necessity of the readers’ careful reading. 
But no matter how urgent and earnest this appeal sounds, since 
it is put in the mouth of the Madman, whose role in the story 
decides that he can only speak from his “insane” point of view， it 
is doubtful that it can undermine the established value system
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that decrees what is sane and what is not. To enable the readers 
to see the Madman’s point, there seems only one thing left for 
Lu Xun to do. Instead of letting the Madman assert his sanity, Lu 
Xun needs to make the readers themselves see the insanity of 
the normal world they live in, or, better yet, he can let the normal 
world expose its own insanity. But how can this be achieved?
Lu Xun achieves this by framing the Madman's diary with a 
preface in the voice of a sane narrator. Thus, with two points of 
view under his control, he sets up a binary value structure. And 
as he directs the readers' attention toward the textual facts that 
are supposed to bear up this value structure, they find fissures 
and inconsistencies. Structural stability is in this way subverted 
and the positions of the categorically labeled values are 
reversed.
In the preface, the anonymous narrator advises the 
readers that the diary they are reading was written by a sick man 
suffering from a persecution complex, that the madness of the 
text is attested by the confused thoughts and a wild and absurd 
language. Instantly, a line is drawn between the normal world 
and the world of madness, and a black-and-white binary value 
structure set up. The composure in the narrator’s voice and his 
matter-of-fact relegation of the diary to the status of a dubious 
subtext reflect his confidence in his indisputable mental and 
moral superiority. The guideline he sets for reading the diary 
seems unchallenged.
But as the readers read on, a problem arises. The life 
represented in the diary, that is, the Madman's dread, pain, 
worry and doubt, appears to be so vivid and immediate, so xuxu 
ran一to borrow Zhuangzi’s phrase—that the readers begin to 
ask themselves whether it is really a delirious illusion, and 
whether the Madman is really abnormal. And as they look back 
at the preface and compare the Madman with the faceless 
narrator, that sober gentleman, normal as he is, suddenly 
becomes so apathetic and dead-like, so ququ ran—again 
Zhuangzi’s phrase—that his self-proclaimed mental and moral 
superiority is called into question.
The different languages used in the representation of the 
two different worlds—the Madman’s and the narrator’s—also 
greatly affect the readers' understanding of the whole situation. 
The language the Madman speaks is baihua, the lively, 
transparent language of the times, while the language used in
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the preface is wenyan, the classical language. As David Wang 
points out, the diary’s “colloquial language claims itself as more 
familiar and hence closer to reality. The framed narrative [the 
diary] then contextualizes the outer narrative [the preface], 
demonstrating that its classical language disqualifies it from 
direct contact with the real" (Wang 1992:5). After reading and, 
indeed, listening intently “between the lines,” the readers 
suddenly find that it is not at all difficult to see things from the 
Madman’s viewpoint. They are prompted to ask themselves: Is 
the insane world really less sane than the sane world? Couldn’t 
it be that the sane world is really insane?
In his comment on Lu Xun’s “simple brilliant device” of 
framing the diary with a preface, Leo Lee says: t(The fictional 
irony produced by framing a text (diary) within the text (story) 
■ insofar as the Madman’s voice may be regarded as an 
artistic version of Lu Xun’s inner voice， serves to distance Lu 
Xun’s own mentality from his readers” （Lee 1987: 53). But by 
placing a distance between authorial intent and the message 
itself, Lu Xun in fact not only disarms possible intellectual 
resistance on the part of the readers, but, more importantly, also 
allures them to listen to and accept his “inner voice” without 
feeling being pressured to do so. One should not forget that 
what gives life to this text-within-a-text structure is the subtle pull 
between two viewpoints.
Not unlike the case of Zhuangzi’s butterfly, which moves 
back and forth between the dream world and the real world, the 
experience of Lu Xun's Madman also straddles two worlds: the 
insane dream-world he first falls into and the sane world he later 
wakes up to. The contours of his nightmarish experience, 
however, do not parallel those of Zhuangzi's happy dream in 
every detail. When Zhuangzi wakes up, he cannot tell whether 
he is a butterfly dreaming he is Zhuangzi or vice versa. Lu Xun's 
Madman does not enjoy such luxury. After waking up from his 
dream of insanity, he knows clearly what he has just gone 
through. As the preface of the story tells us, he is so critical of 
his temporary lapse into “insanity” that he negates his own 
insightful discovery recorded in his diary by voluntarily naming it 
“Diary of a Madman, Whereas Zhuangzi can call himself 
Zhuangzi or butterfly, the Madman has only one name. He has 
to either allow himself to be called, or call himself, a madman.
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The difference between the “dream schemes”一so to 
speak—in the two stories results from the fact that their authors 
have different agendas. As Zhuangzi's purpose is to give equal 
validity to different viewpoints (after all, the butterfly dream 
serves as the coda to his “Discussion on Making Things Equal”)， 
he naturally dismisses the distinctions between the dreamer’s 
world and the dreamed world. In “Diary,” Lu Xun turns upside 
down the order of an established value system of four-thousand 
years， and reverses the positions of the “normal” perspective 
and its “abnormal” counterpart It is imperative for him to bring 
into relief the acute polarization of the two. The Madman is the 
site where the two diametrically opposite perspectives come into 
conflict. His tragedy is twofold. When he is sick, his unusual 
insight—itself a sign of “insanity”一 into the true nature of 
Chinese society only nullifies his ability to tell people the truth.7 
But what is more appalling is the fact that, after recovering from 
his mental malady, he himself condemns his insane (or sane?) 
past and returns to the traditional establishment, ready to 
participate in the cannibalism he once indicted.
In the story, the Madman’s effort to wake up his 
compatriots apparently fails. But one madman's failure proves to 
be another madman’s—Lu Xun’s—success. Although the 
Madman's inquisitive mind stops functioning after he wakes up 
from his insanity, the readers are prompted to reflect upon the 
dichotomy of sanity versus insanity. The unbridgeable conflict 
between the Madman's world and the normal world enables Lu 
Xun to pit one against the other in such a way that readers are 
confronted with an either-or situation: Either they side with the 
narrator and take the Madman’s world as confused and “ logical， 
or they see things from the viewpoint of the Madman—when he 
is really “mad”一and condemn the normal world. A clever play 
with Zhuangzi’s dream model allows Lu Xun to twist the 
connotations of such concepts as sanity and insanity, normality
7 When commenting on the Madman’s dilemma, Lin Yu-sheng 
says, “Without awareness of the nature of Chinese society and culture， 
and without being liberated from its effects, one cannot break through 
the cannibalism of Chinese tradition; yet the very awareness of the 
need for liberation nullifies one’s ability to change Chinese society and 
culture” （Lin 1985: 111).
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and abnormality, and to jolt his readers to a new understanding 
that the privileged, usually unreflectingly accepted perspective is 
wrong.0
This reversal of values achieved by the "counter 
周穆王 perspective” is reminiscent of a story from the “Zhou Mu Wang” 
列子 [King Mu of Zhou] chapter in the /_/_ez/_， a chapter that—as A, C. 
Graham sees it—develops the theme of Zhuangzi’s butterfly 
dream.8 9 The story tells of Mr. Pang who has a son suffering from 
a mental illness. At a friend’s suggestion, the father goes to seek 
a Confucian's advice for a cure. On his way he meets Laozi, who 
says:
“How do you know that your son is abnormal? Nowadays 
everyone in the world is deluded about right and wrong, and 
confused about benefit and harm; because so many people 
share this sickness, no one perceives that it is a sickness . . .  
[S]upposing the minds of everyone in the world were like your 
son’s, then on the contrary it is you who would be abnormal. Joy 
and sorrow, music and beauty, smells and tastes, right and 
wrong, who can straighten them out? I am not even sure that 
these words of mine are not abnormal. . . ” （Graham 1990: 72).
Is it possible that Lu Xun had this story in mind when he 
wrote “Diary”？ There is no way we can tell for sure. What we 
know is that he did have a special liking for Zhuangzi, 
adm itting—somewhat apologetically—that he had been 
“poisoned” by the Daoist master (Lu 1981: 1_285)_ In his 
writings, he alluded to Zhuangzi’s works， quoted directly from 
them， and he had a knack of absorbing Zhuangzi’s vocabulary 
into his own language. He even used anecdotes from the 
故事新編 Z/?tya/?gz/ as subject matter for two stories in his Gus/?/_
8 This is what Leo Lee calls the “counter perspective.” It is “a 
kind of purposeful reversal of values: what had been viewed in official 
history as civilized could, in fact, be barbaric; and what had been 
disdained or ignored would prove, on the contrary, to be of more 
enduring value" (Lee 1987: 54).
9 See A. C. Graham's explanatory notes and comments which 
precede the chapter (Graham 1990: 58-61).
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[Old tales retold].10 Since he was so familiar with Zhuangzi's text 
and tries to exploit it very consciously, readers must pay special 
attention to his allusions to Zhuangzi. For instance, when the 
narrator in the all-important preface dismisses the Madman's 
diary as a skein of huangtang zhi yan (wild and expansive 
words), we cannot simply consider this huangtang zhi yan as 
just another familiar four-character set phrase without pondering 
over its rich implications. Coined by the author of the Tianxia 
[Under heaven, or The world] chapter11 to characterize 
Zhuangzi’s use of language， the phrase has actually become a 
catchphrase for Zhuangzi’s discourse. Now the Madman’s diary 
is also referred to as, unequivocally and without any 
qualification, a collection of huangtang zhi yan. Can this be a 
hint at the probable connection between the Madman’s 
hallucination and Zhuangzi's dream?12
10 For Zhuangzi's influence on Lu Xun, see Guo Moruo's (1947) 
and Wang Yao’s (1952: 27-31) studies on the subject. David Pollard’s 
discussion of how Lu Xun “instinctively” followed Zhuangzi in his use of 
rhetorical devices is also illuminating (Pollard 1985: 58-59).
11 There is consensus among scholars that the chapter was 
written by someone other than the putative author of the Inner 
Chapters of the Zhuangzi. For the passage in which huangtang zhi yan 
(translated by Watson as “brash and bombastic language”） is used, 
see Watson (1968: 373).
121 am also wondering whether Lu Xun has dropped us another 
hint in section eight of the story, which describes a dream scene. In this 
section, the young man who talks with the Madman comes in 
“suddenly，” and from nowhere. Although he must have stood close to 
the Madman， the Madman “did not see his features very clearly■” But 
the most tell-tale piece of evidence is found at the end of the section, 
when the conversation stops abruptly: (1l leaped up, and when I opened 
my eyes, the man vanished. I was soaked with perspiration." My 
translation is adapted, but different, from that by Yang Hsien-yi and 
Gladys Yang, which reads lll leaped up and open my eyes wide, but the 
man had vanished . . . "  (Yang and Yang 1972: 14). The original does 
not say that the Madman opens his eyes wide. The Yangs have to add 
the word ^wide" to give sense to their rendering. Since they do not read 
the episode as a dream, it is hard for them to see how the fully awake 
Madman could open his already opened eyes. Furthermore, the word 
bian indicates quite clearly that the disappearance of the young man
荒唐之言 
天下
張開眼，這 
人便不見了
便
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It has been a well-known fact that “Diary” owes a lot to Lu 
Xun’s knowledge of Western literature. But serious studies on 
this subject never fail to prove that Western influence is not a 
determining factor in shaping the story. For instance, Patrick 
Hanan’s study demonstrates that any comparison of Lu Xun’s 
story with its foreign models “is likely to dwell on the differences 
rather than the similarities" (Hanan 1974: 68). J. D. Chinnery, 
after examining the influence of Gogol and Nietzsche and of 
contemporary psychological theory on the story, contends that 
despite Western influence, Lu XunJs work llis far from being 
derivative" (Chinnery 1960: 320). He further points out that the 
楚狂人 Madman of Chu (Chu kuangren) and the images of other 
eccentric non-conforming scholars in traditional Chinese 
literature might be the prototypes of Lu Xun's Madman, 
suggesting that maybe we need to look more closely at literary 
models in the Chinese tradition when talking about sources of 
influence on Lu Xun (1960: 321-22).
The subtle role played by traditional Chinese ideas and 
concepts in Lu Xun's work, then, demands close scrutiny. As 
"Diary" is perhaps the most powerful expression of Lu Xun^ anti­
tradition stance, it comes as no surprise that he never 
acknowledged the debt the story might have owed to the 
classical tradition. In writing the story, said Lu Xun, l,l relied 
exclusively on the hundred odd foreign works I had read and a 
little  medical knowledge. Besides these I had no other 
equipment" (Lu 1981: 4.512).13
occurs with the Madman opening his eyes (waking up). Obviously, the 
conversation between the Madman and the young man takes place in 
the former's daydream. If my new reading makes sense at all, then the 
dialogue between the two takes on an extra dimension. The Madman 
sees that he has eloquently out-tongued his interlocutor and made him 
admit that the cannibalistic practice does exist. The Madman also 
realizes—the only time he does in the whole story_ why it is so difficult 
to get his message across. As the young man says， “You shouldn’t talk 
about it. It's wrong for anyone to talk about it." Here what is relevant to 
my discussion is the fact that the Madman’s “counter perspective” is 
made persuasive only in a dream.
13 For Lu Xun’s acknowledgment of the influences of Gogol， 
Nietzsche and Andreev, see Lu (1981: 6.238-39).
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In a sophisticated analysis of the "terrible burden" tradition 
places on Lu Xun, T. A. Hsia points out that Lu Xun's remarkable 
knowledge of traditional Chinese literature and culture proved to 
be “a source of irritation” to him. “He was irritated because as a 
pioneer of enlightenment he would have liked to be consistent in 
his logic, to practice earnestly what he preached. But as a 
literary artist he could not shake off the past" (Hsia 1968: 148). 
Whether tradition for Lu Xun was something negative that did 
nothing but irritate him like a haunting ghost is open to debate,14 
but at least one can agree with Hsia that whenever Lu Xun put 
pen to paper, he found no escape from tradition. His obsession 
with Zhuangzi offers a good example. According to Guo Moruo, 
Lu Xun really considered Zhuangzi’s thought too passive and 
tried hard to shake off its influence (1947: 275-96). But there 
was no escape from Zhuangzi.15 Guo Moruo seriously believes 
that even Lu Xun’s misquotes of Zhuangzi show how deeply he 
was influenced by this Daoist master. He was in fact not quoting; 
consciously or unconsciously, he just allowed Zhuangzi’s 
language to blend with his own (Guo 1947: 282).
Contemporary Dreamers
Sixty-seven years after Lu Xun published “Diary,” Han 
Shaogong, one of the proponents of the Root-seeking (xungen) 
Literary Movement in the 80’s， revisited the butterfly dream and 
used the old dream model in his story “Gui qu lai” [The Return] 
(1985).
14 For instance, unlike T. A. Hsia, Leo Lee considers the impact 
of tradition a positive factor in Lu Xun's works. For him, Lu Xun's 
experiment of making the old serve the new produced positive results. 
Lee’s idea is best expressed in the following: “Lu Xun was the most 
conscientious practitioner of New Literature: instead of merely 
mouthing the new iconoclastic slogans against Chinese tradition, he 
actively sought to engage that tradition artistically, distorting some 
aspects as he saw fit, demolishing others, and then reconstructing his 
own paradigms of literary form with the aid of the ’foreign models’. . 
(Lee 1987: 50).
15 In his study of Lu Xun's Old Tales Retold, Marston Anderson 
says, “Even as Lu Xun disavows Zhuangzi’s philosophy, he has 
apparently drawn considerable inspiration from Zhuangzi^ liberating 
model of creativity" (Anderson 1993: 266-67).
韓少功
尋根
歸去來
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黃治先
馬眼鏡
陶潛 
歸去來辭
The story narrates the strange things that happen to a city 
young man called Huang Zhixian when he visits an isolated 
mountain village. Although Huang is quite certain that he has 
never been to the place, everything there looks uncannily 
familiar. And to his amazement, the villagers receive him as an 
old friend. From the warm welcome they extend him and the 
subsequent conversations he has with them, he discovers that 
they obviously mistake him for a certain “Four-eyes Ma” （Ma 
Yanjing), who came from the city to live in the village for quite a 
while some years ago. As the villagers insist that he is Ma and 
as he, during his stay in the village, comes to know many things 
about Ma's life, Huang feels more and more like Ma. In an 
empathic trance, things that happened to Ma in the past begin to 
come alive for him, until finally, when he leaves the village and 
returns to the city, he cannot tell whether he is Huang Zhixian or 
Four-eyes Ma.
Unmistakably, the story models itself upon the more-than- 
two-thousand-year-old butterfly dream.16 But also unmistakable 
is the fact that this grotesque story about identity confusion is 
not just metaphysical fiction. Despite its surrealist atmosphere, 
there are sufficient clues in the story indicating that it is about the 
Cultural Revolution, China's nightmarish recent past. From the 
vantage point provided by the dream model, the author re­
examines the relationship between an individual and the 
generation to which he belongs, and searches for the meaning 
behind what is called “history” and “reality.”
The life of the mysterious Four-eyes Ma， the “butterfly” the 
protagonist metamorphoses into in his dreamland, becomes 
retraceable when we piece together the fragmentary information 
about him. Being one of the educated youths sent down to the 
countryside to be “re-educated” during the later years of the 
Cultural Revolution, he mixed easily with the poor villagers. He 
ate the same food as they, lived in their shabby huts, 
experienced all sorts of hardships with them, and very much fell
16 Although the story borrows its title almost verbatim from Tao 
Qian’s well-known “Gui qu lai ci，” the purport of the story reveals that it 
has borrowed more from Zhuangzi. As Joseph Lau observes, 'This 
narrative reads like a baihua variant of Zhuangzi's famous Butterfly 
Dream parable" (1993: 27).
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in love with a village girl. Besides, he taught the villagers how to 
read and write at night school and shared with them the limited 
medical knowledge he had. In a conflict between the villagers 
and a local despot called Short Yang (Yang Aizi), he sided with 
the former and, as rumor goes, eventually killed Short Yang. 
Later he was sent to prison for what he had done, and he has 
not been heard of since.
By contrast, Huang Zhixian, the protagonist, is a carefree 
city youngster who seems to be very contented with things as 
they are and whose biggest concern in life seems to be the 
results of his friends’ poker games. The purpose of his trip to the 
village, far from being an emotional search for a lost past, is 
rather trivial, even mean: to buy some fragrant rice and opium. 
The difference from Ma is unmistakeable.
How can the identities of the two be confused?
At first, Huang insists that he is not Ma, because he is sure 
that he possesses everything this “Huang” has and knows 
everything about him. But his confidence is soon challenged. 
Things he once claimed to know appear strange: This is all very 
familiar and very strange; like those times when you look at a 
written character, and the more you look, the more you think you 
know it and the more you think you don’t” （Decker 1990: 223).17 
This new perspective, which comes from his “dream” 
experience, enables him to question the validity of what he has 
taken for granted. Later, in a highly symbolic scene, in which he 
takes a bath in a big barrel of hot water and has a chance to 
face his naked self, he has his glimpse of the truth:(1. . . I looked 
at this blue me and suddenly had a weird feeling, as if this body 
were unfamiliar, strange. There was no adornment here . . . only 
my naked self, my own reality” （232). Maybe he should not be so 
sure about his identity, for the person he has been identifying 
himself with all his life now looks like a stranger. The name 
“Huang Zhixian” could just be an “adornment” that does not 
mean anything. Even what he thinks and does, probably, are 
also external “adornments” which cannot be used to define who 
he is, because, after all, when stripped down to their essence,
17 Although I quote from Margaret H. Decker's translation, I do 
not prefer her very neat translation of the title as ^Deja vu.H For the 
purpose of my discussion, I choose to use the more literal rendition 
“The Return” throughout.
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his naked self and his own reality are nothing but (lthe result of a 
chance encounter between a sperm and an egg long ago,” “a 
blue fertilization of innumerable consecutive fortuities” （233). His 
being Huang Zhixian is only contingent; what happened to a 
young man known as Four-eyes Ma could well have happened 
to him. Sure enough, at the end of this ritualistic bathing scene, 
when he rubs a scar on his naked body, which he believes to 
have been caused by a spiked shoe on the soccer field in his 
school days， it suddenly changes into a wound on Ma’s calf， a 
wound inflicted by Short Yang, who was engaged in a desperate 
struggle for life before being killed by Ma. Huang thus transforms 
into Ma the butterfly and begins to live Ma’s life.
The life story the protagonist is experiencing, however, is 
not just that of Ma， since Ma’s being Ma is also the result of 
"innumerable consecutive fortuities." The life Ma led is the 
common experience shared by each and every member of a 
generation—an enormous T ’一victimized by the Cultural 
Revolution. This is why, when the protagonist leaves his 
dreamland and returns to the city at the end of the story, he finds 
it impossible to return to the reality where he lived his old self as 
Huang Zhixian. As he says， “I could never walk out of that 
enormous I" (237).
That the “reality” of dreamland proves more legitimate and 
more powerful than the reality of the real world leads us to 
another question the dream model raises: What is reality? 
Throughout the story, the recollections of Ma’s past life—or 
rather， of the life of the “educated youth” as a generation—are 
conveyed in a politically value-free language. When the Cultural 
Revolution is alluded to, there is no pretentious authorial 
comment, no sentimental commiseration, no omniscient irony. 
Thanks to the new perspective provided by the dream model, 
the old story of the “educated youth” that has been told 
repeatedly is retold in an unfamiliar voice. And from this novelty 
a new meaning emerges. Readers are urged to look for things 
behind the various versions of history. If there are differences 
between the true and the false, who can arbitrate between 
them? Or maybe the true is no truer than the false, and the false 
no less true than the true? But what really happened? To these, 
the story provides no answer As is the case with Zhuangzi’s 
butterfly dream, here the meaning inheres in the questions
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themselves， in the “existential doubt,18
In a study tracing the development of Han Shaogong’s art， 
Joseph Lau notices a visible shift in Han’s representational 
mode “from the mimetic to the parabolic•” For example, his 
stories written between 1978 and 1985 fall into the category of 
“educated youth literature,” a category known for its emotional 
and moral criticism of the follies of the Cultural Revolution. But 
after 1985，Han’s interest in “topical referentiality” is suddenly 
replaced by a “root-seeking” impulse. In a series of “root- 
seeking” fiction, instead of trying to solve problems existing in 
China， he endeavors to unravel the “subconscious” of Chinese 
culture responsible for real-life problems. As a seminal story 
optimizing these “root_seeking” narratives, says Lau， “The 
Return" marks the "transitional moment in the evolution of Han 
Shaogong^ writing" (Lau 1993: 22-29).
If there is anything at all to be added to Lau's insightful 
observation， it would be that the pivotal role played by “The 
Return” is all the more significant as the story—though a "root- 
seeking" story—still takes the “educated youth” as its subject 
matter. What distinguishes it from Han’s other “educated youth 
stories” is the way the subject matter is treated. For the pre-1985 
Han Shaogong, the subject matter of “The Return” could have 
been a suitable vehicle for social criticism. But the post-1985 
Han Shaogong had come to the realization that those issues 
were too superficial to be relevant. Like many other writers of the 
post-Mao era who renounced realism and searched for new 
modes of expression, Han no longer believed that truth would 
yield itself under either external stimulation or rational reflection. 
In his article called “Wenxue de gen” [Roots of literature]， 
published two months before “The Return，” Han talked about the 
need for all serious writers to “transcend the world of reality，，’ to 
“cast their eyes at the deeper layer of things,” and to “uncover 
some of those mysterious forces shaping the development of 
nations and conditioning human existence5' (Han 1985: 4). For 
him, to do this was to examine those primordial and recalcitrant 
life forces underlying Chinese culture. And he found his roots 
in—among other things—Zhuangzi’s mode of thinking.
18This is the phrase Andrew Plaks uses to summarize the 
purport of the butterfly dream (see note 6).
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The title  of Han's story is therefore a pun on the 
protagonist’s return to his true self and Han’s own return to the 
roots of Chinese literary tradition. It is worthwhile to compare 
Han’s and Lu Xun’s attitudes toward their roots. Whereas Lu 
Xun incorporates Zhuangzi’s mode of thinking into his new vision 
but avoids admitting it, Han Shaogong blatantly directs his 
readers’ eyes to his debt to Zhuangzi, as if he is afraid that his 
ties with the “past” should pass unnoticed. But just as Lu Xun’s 
reluctance to call attention to his unshakable ties with the old 
has its political implications, Han’s eagerness to show off his 
“roots” is also a political statement. He wants us to know that his 
return to the roots is not just an aesthetic gesture, but also, 
paradoxically, a political gesture in reaction against “truths” that 
are informed by Party ideology.19
The old butterfly dream not only arouses the interest of 
storywriters like Han Shaogong, but also stimulates the 
imagination of practitioners of other artistic media. Chen Kaige's 
1993 movie Bawang bie j i  [Farewell my concubine, hereafter 
Concubine] is a thought-provoking parable of art versus life, and 
of illusion versus reality. Juxtaposed in this movie are two 
worlds: on the one hand, dazzling spectacles of fifty years of 
modern Chinese history; on the other, a world of kings and 
concubines from ancient times, congealed in the timeless art of 
Beijing opera. Caught between the two are opera stars who play 
the roles of king and concubine in the world of art, but who also 
have to live in the world of reality.
Cheng Dieyi, the female impersonator, never knows how 
to tell one world from the other. His distorted views on life and 
art thus parallel the “counter perspective” in Zhuangzi’s butterfly 
dream. In fact, the butterfly dream model is palpable throughout 
the movie， and it is more than a happy coincidence that Cheng’s 
first name “Dieyi” literally means “butterfly wings.” He is a 
butterfly which indulges in the dream world of art, refusing to 
return to reality.
191 am paraphrasing a passage by David Der-wei Wang in which 
he describes the post-Mao writers’ efforts to go beyond realism as “no 
more aesthetic gestures than they are radical historical gestures, 
gestures against the old systems of truth by power and the old myths 
of representation by centralization" (Wang 1994: 242),
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Dieyi is groomed even as a boy to play female parts. At 
first, he does not know how to handle his dual identity. In the 
training sessions, he repeatedly misreads his line (<l am by 
nature a girl, not a boy” as am by nature a boy， not a girl.” The 
mistake does not, paradoxically, reflect an adherence to his 
original identity as much as it does a profound perplexity over 
what seems to him to be the inconsistencies of human actions. 
He fails to understand how anyone can play two opposite 
roles—in different worlds_ at the same time. For him, life and 
drama should be the same.20 So when he eventually accepts the 
role assigned to him, he sticks to it and never wavers. In the 
opera, he is the concubine loyal to her king until her death. In 
real life, he shows the love and devotion required of him on 
stage to his “stage brother》 Duan Xiaolou， who plays the king， 
and demands the same devotion the latter. When Xiaolou tries 
to laugh off Dieyi’s suggestion that they maintain a more than 
intimate relation and tells him that their king-concubine 
relationship exists only on stage, Dieyi rebuts him vehemently, 
claiming that they should stick together wherever they are, in a 
commitment of a lifetime. "One year, one month, one day, even 
one second less,” Dieyi emphasizes， “makes it less than a 
lifetime.”
If Dieyi’s denial of his stage brother’s right to off-stage 
private life again and again sours their relationship, then his 
indulgence in the illusory world of opera and his total blindness 
to the politics and accepted values of the real world prove to be 
even more dangerous. Unable to acquire a life-long commitment 
from Xiaolou, he makes himself an easy sexual prey for the 
crafty opera patron Master Yuan, who has close political ties 
with the "authorities/1 Later, in trying to rescue Xiaolou from the 
Japanese army in occupation, Dieyi entertains the Japanese 
with a private performance. His devotion to his friend is 
unquestionable, but he is unaware of the dire consequences of 
pleasing the foreign invaders. Actually, he is more than willing to 
do so: he later admits shamelessly in court—in which he is tried 
for being a traitor—that he admires the Japanese officers’ 
connoisseurship of Beijing opera. His loyalty to the traditional art
20 By saying this, I do not mean to dismiss the homosexual 
implications of Cheng Dieyi's case. But for the purpose of this paper, I 
will leave this aspect of the story untouched.
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of the opera does not change at all even in the Communist “new 
society■” As a result， he loses the role he has been playing all his 
life to a political opportunist, the apprentice-son whom he 
adopted years ago and has trained personally (just another 
product of his ignorance of social-political reality). When Xiaolou 
tries to persuade him to adjust to reality (“Come out and see 
what’s playing in the theater of life these days，” he says)， Dieyi 
responds with a question, “Why does the concubine have to 
die?'1 He is talking about devotion. The butterfly knows no other 
reality than the world of art.
This ignorance about the stark realities of life is shown in 
bold relief in the climactic scene of the movie, when famous 
Beijing opera actors are herded to a public arena to be 
impeached during the high tide of the Cultural Revolution. To 
humiliate and demonize these “counter-revolutionary elements,” 
the Red Guards force them to put on facial makeup and opera 
costumes. Knowing clearly what the game is about, these 
“monsters and ghosts” paint their faces in a grotesque manner 
to fit the situation. Only Dieyi does not get the meaning behind 
the cruel farce. He not only puts on flawless facial makeup, but 
also tries to help Xiaolou with his, as if they were going together 
to a grand performance. The earnestness he demonstrates is as 
absurd as it is pathetic. It is only when Xiaolou, who can tell 
drama from real life, succumbs to the physical and mental 
tortures and begins to denounce his stage partner that Dieyi 
comes to realize that his king is no fearless hero.21 Disillusioned, 
Dieyi fights back. But, surprisingly, what he accuses Xiaolou of 
are not his "counter-revolutionary" crimes, but the fact that he 
does not behave as a king. “Now even the king of Chu is on his 
knees begging for mercy," cries Dieyi. "Can Beijing opera survive 
this indignity? It’s doomed, is it not?” To the bystanders, he 
speaks a language irrelevant to the world around him, because 
he is still living in his own illusory world of art.
This helps to explain the biggest enigma of the film, the 
suicide of Dieyi at the end. The Cultural Revolution finally ends 
and Dieyi and Xiaolou have the opportunity to rehearse again 
their king-and-concubine drama. “But why the suicide?” cries 
many a critic, "Why should Dieyi so regret the end of the Cultural
Cf. Pauline Chen's comments (1994: 86).
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Revolution under which he (and China) suffered so much?. . .  
the ending is theatrical and senseless" (Grenier 1994: 51). It is 
no doubt theatrical, but it makes a lot of sense. The suffering 
inflicted upon Dieyi is not what pains him. He would not care, 
and he might not even know, whether the Revolution has ended. 
What worries him is the fate of Beijing opera. He still cannot 
come to terms with the fact that his king, to whom all his loyalty 
goes, could have knelt down before a mob and disgraced 
himself. Now， after a hiatus of twenty-one years， the “concubine” 
has the chance to express his/her devotion to the “king，” who, 
for the moment, is again heroic and dignified. Lest this ideal 
moment be taken away, Dieyi perpetuates it with his coup-de­
theatre suicide. The good dream is preserved.
The theme that the dreamland of art is more real than the 
world of reality is supported by the overall structural design of 
the movie. The movie begins with a scene that takes place in 
1977, one year after the Cultural Revolution ends. Dieyi and 
Xiaolou have come to an empty theater to rehearse their drama 
of king and concubine. As the music rises, the movie goes back 
to the 1920's and begins its narration of a history of fifty years. 
When this flashback ends, the movie returns to the theater of the 
beginning scene, where Dieyi acts out his suicide. In this way, 
the ever-changing world of everyday reality is enveloped by, and 
can only be interpreted from the standpoint of, the timeless 
world of art. Fifty years is just a short dream that momentarily 
breaks into the two artists’ rehearsal. But there is something 
unique in Concubine that makes it different from the traditional 
life-being-a-dream story. Here the illusory and less tangible 
world of art becomes the basis and the starting point of 
everything, while the world of the real is projected as a dream. 
For Dieyi the butterfly, the real world is a cluster of intangible 
images he occasionally sees in a dream.
So contrary to the critique that "it is not a subtle film/1 that 
(<it is a long declarative statement, reporting complexities without 
in any way reflecting them'1 (Canby 1993: 22), Concubine is 
imbued with many layers of meaning. As one film critic observes, 
although “events here mean exactly what they seem to mean,” 
the director “opted for high artifice rather than ‘realism1 in his 
approach to China’s unresolved traumas” （Rayns 1994: 41). It is 
the use of the dream model that makes this “high artifice”
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possible. The whole movie can be considered as a connotative 
signifier, and what it really signifies is more than meets the eye.
The opera maniac in Concubine is reminiscent of the 
王一生阿城  “Chess Idiot” Wang Yisheng， the protagonist in Ah Cheng’s
棋王 1984 story “Qiwang” [Chess king]. Like Dieyi， Wang Yisheng is
a talented eccentric who lives in the dream world of art, in this 
case the art of chess; he is oblivious to the realities of the world 
around him. When the Cultural Revolution involves the whole 
country in frenzied political movements, he just immerses 
himself in the yin and yang of chess. After being sent down to 
the countryside to be “reformed,” he does not worry too much 
about his livelihood but wanders from place to place looking for 
people to play chess with. "Chess is an obsession with me," he 
admits， “Once I start playing I forget everything else” （McDougail 
1990:53).
Playing chess is a spontaneous response to bodily needs 
for Wang, a response to some ineffable primal urge inside him.22
22This will shed some light on the strange parallel between 
chess and “eating,” another leitmotif of the story. Theodore Huters 
suggests that the seemingly “odd juxtaposition” of Wang’s physical 
desires (eating) and his metaphysical consciousness (chess) might not 
be a contradiction at all. “Chess represents [Wang’s] ability to find inner 
contentment not based on elaborate structures of onto logical 
speculation, while Wang's simultaneous and freely expressed feelings 
about food represent the acceptance of human desire” （Huters 1988: 
408-409). Looking at this issue from a different angle, Kin-yuen Wong 
believes that one of the morals of the story is that t(just as one needs a 
culture of eating to give spiritual support to this basic impulse/' it takes 
“self-acculturation” to achieve real excellence in chess. Therefore, “not 
only is there no substance in the antagonistic bifurcation of eating and 
playing [chess], but in fact they are two complementary aspects of life if 
put in the right perspective” （Wong 1989: 46). While acknowledging the 
viability of Huters’s and Wong’s interpretations, I would like to propose 
another reading of the link between chess playing and eating. For 
Wang Yisheng, the relation between the world of chess and the world 
of trivial realities (politics, morality, manners, etc.) is analogous to that 
between eating and enjoying “superfluous” things in life (dainties that 
cater to one’s greed rather than one’s needs, like books，movies, etc.). 
In other words, Wang^s obsession with eating is only the expression—
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But what is more significant here is the idea that no one can take 
away the total freedom chess grants him. "Even if I don't have a 
board or pieces 丨 can play in my head，” he says， “I don’t get in 
anyone’s way!” （53)_ By claiming that the chess board and the 
pieces (material things) are not necessities and that chess can 
be played without interaction with other human beings, Wang 
implies that his game is no less than the playing out of an 
archetypal model. As his chess instructor, an old Daoist master 
(whose political background is suspiciously unclear), teaches 
him:
there are only so many pieces in chess and the chess board is 
only so big [not to mention that these can well be spared], the 
principle is necessarily always the same and only the strategies 
are different. You can keep the whole board in sight in chess, but 
there's too much you don^ know about in life1 (47).
No wonder, then, that “to live for the sake of chess is to nourish 
your essential being, but to live for the sake of earning a living is 
to damage your essential being” （47). Chess is analogous to 
what Laozi calls the “nameless” Dao, or the “uncarved block.” It 
is totally free from utilitarian concerns, and its “principle” is 
absolute, constant and simple. By comparison, real life, in which 
“there’s too much you don’t know about，” is fragmented and 
trivial. To go back to our metaphor, the world of chess in which 
Wang chooses to dwell is a substantial entity glowing with 
ontological value, while the real world from which he tries to 
escape is a meaningless mass of contingencies as non- 
quintessential and unstable as would be seen in a dream. The 
metaphysics of pure game-play is privileged here and the 
legitimacy of worldly reality seriously questioned.
The perspective of the butterfly dream is again effectively 
used to reverse the order of importance of a binary pair. What is 
at issue here is not merely the old theme of game-play versus 
real life. For the author Ah Cheng, another “root-seeking” writer
at a lower level and in a cruder form—of the same kind of spontaneous 
response to the primal urge inside him. I suspect that Ah Cheng's use 
of “eating” is a clever spin given to Laozi’s idea of filling people’s bellies 
but emptying their minds (Daode jing, Chapter 3).
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who sees China’s tradition as a utopian locus of transcendental 
values that emits its mysterious glory from an unfathomable 
past, the nature of chess makes it a perfect symbol of that 
tradition, an antithesis to the triv ia lity  and vulgarity of 
contemporary social/political institutions. As Huters observes, 
l,the notion that the nature of chess makes it an ideal refuge from 
and, almost by definition, a strong challenge to the extraordinary 
demands of Chinese state and society during the Cultural 
Revolution period is propounded at several points in the story” 
(Huters 1988: 407).
A pattern now becomes discernible. It is no coincidence 
that the opera maniac Dieyi, the “Chess Idiot” Wang Yisheng， 
and, to some extent， the protagonist in Han Shaogong’s “The 
Return" all borrow the counter-perspective from the butterfly 
dream to highlight the illusory nature of politics and “reality. 
Unlike Lu Xun, who cleverly turned the old literary model into an 
effective weapon in his political struggle, the “root-seeking” 
writers in the 80's used it to transcend political issues. What we 
see here is a vivid expression of the “post-Cultural Revolution 
mentality.”23 Tired of the political approaches to literature, many 
“New Period” writers in the 80’s tried consciously to deconstruct 
the standardized formulae set by the state and the Party for 
interpreting history and reality. But if we look closely at the 
examples discussed above, we may ask whether it is easy, if at 
all, for the new writers to escape from political issues altogether. 
We have already seen that, in the final analysis, Han 
Shaogong’s “The Return” is an attempt to redefine history and to 
rediscover the self in the collective consciousness. In 
Concubine, Cheng Dieyi's effort to replace life with art is not 
endorsed by the story itself. As it were, the drama-within-drama 
structure on different levels of the movie invites the audience to 
think about the illusory nature of art. When the movie ends and 
the lights go up, the audience might wonder if the whole thing is 
not just a dream.
Likewise, the “Chess Idiot” Wang Yisheng is not allowed to 
indulge forever in his apolitical dream. The story ends with high 
drama: Wang, supported by his friends, competes with nine
23 A term Jenny Kwok Wah Lau uses to explain the anti-political 
tendency in Concubine (1995: 25).
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opponents at the same time in a spectacular chess game. 
Totally consumed with the game, Wang falls into a deep stupor. 
Seeing nothing and hearing nothing, he is “only a small, dark 
ghost sitting there motionless" (91). He prevails over all his 
opponents. But after the game is over, he still remains in his 
stupor for quite some time. When he finally comes to himself, he 
cries out, “Ma，today, I … ma—”
The scene is highly symbolic. This is the moment the 
“Chess Idiot” experiences his epiphanic awakening. So deeply 
and for so long has he fallen into his dream that it takes the joint 
effort of nine opponents and a contingent of devoted friends to 
wake him up. But when he does, he seems to realize something. 
Maybe now he realizes that he cannot take chess merely for a 
metaphysical game. After all, the beauty and sublimity of chess 
is realized only after he comes out from his self-imposed 
confinement and engages in intense social interactions with his 
fellow beings. His emotional outburst—“today, I . . .  ma”一 
promises as much, but exactly what he wants to tells us we can 
only guess. It is then extremely interesting to notice that, in a 
later version of the story, Wang becomes uncharacteristically 
didactic and eloquent, “Ma，” he says in this new version， “I now 
understand what it takes to exist . . .  there is this something 
people need in order to say that they’ve lived.”24 But what does 
he mean by this? Does he mean that living in the world of chess 
is not real living? But how can this sudden twist at the end of the 
story be justified by the inner logic the narrative has been 
developing up to this point?25 The significant difference between 
the two versions vividly betrays the author’s uncertainty about 
the message he wants to convey through his allegory. Should he 
refrain from committment to social and political values, or should 
he talk prosaically about these values? As Huters suggests in
24 When the story first appeared in the Shanghai wenxue 7 (July
1984)， Wang stops at “today， I ma—” But according to Kin-yuen
Wong (1989: 43), the broken line is changed into this new version 
when the story was published in the Jiushi niandai No. 188 (1985) and 
collected in an anthology published by Ju Ying Co. in 1986.
25 “[T]he firm assertion of cultural judgment at this point reduces 
the epistemological force of the earlier part of the narrative.. ."  (Huters 
1988:414).
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his analysis of the story, the reason Ah Cheng chooses the latter 
course of action is that, despite his effort "to remove literature 
from the quotidian pressures of ordinary politics,” he somewhat 
feels duty-bound to (lstill remain faithful to a cultural vision that 
has an ineluctable political dimension” （Huters 1988: 416). The 
butterfly dream model is in this way being called upon twice by 
the author to serve two different functions, first (with the “Chess 
Idiof indulging in his chess dream) to trash political issues, then 
(with him waking up from the dream) to babble about them.
Open-minded as he is, Zhuangzi would not be annoyed to 
see his butterfly dream again and again re-dreamed. But he 
certainly would be impressed by the feats of those who tamper 
with his dream in the twentieth century. No longer satisfied with 
paraphrasing that, old dream, these talented minds either 
transform its unusual perspective into new poetic visions through 
which they examine the world around them, or absorb its formal 
properties into their language so that they can project—often 
deliberately out of proportion—conflicts between different values 
in modern times. Of these new ^dreamers,1 Lu Xun is perhaps 
the most sophisticated. Brought up in the old tradition and well 
versed in the Zhuangzi, he is the one who can think and speak 
in Zhuangzi's language. When the fresh perspective of the 
butterfly dream becomes too pat for his revolutionary insights, 
he shows his inventiveness effortlessly, or seemingly so.
By contrast, for the young “root-seekers” of the 80’s, 
Zhuangzi belongs to an unfamiliar past. His works are so 
wonderfully unfamiliar and esoteric—partly the result of the effort 
of the Leftists to cut the younger generations off from the 
nation’s cultural past—that they appear in their eyes to be 
something pure and lofty in comparison with the stifling vulgarity 
of everyday political reality. Old literary models, such as the 
butterfly dream, are considered to be worth seeking after not 
only because they are effective signifiers, but—perhaps more 
importantly—also because they are the kind of signifiers that can 
stand on their own aesthetic merits. In a sense, traditional 
literary models are to the "root-seeking" writers and artists what 
Western modernist models are to their avant-garde 
contemporaries. It would be unfair to suggest that the 
experiments of the “root-seekers” border upon the pursuit of 
literary mannerisms. Nevertheless, there is no denying that, 
whenever they can, these authors take great delight in playing
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with all kinds of symbols, models, and the like just for their own 
sake. To use a Chinese phrase to illustrate my point, if Lu Xun 
manages to extract from Zhuangzi the things he needs “without 
leaving traces of hacking and chiseling,! {bu liu fuzao zhi hen), 
for the young writers and artists of the 80’s， the roughness and 
cacophony achieved through some hacking and chiseling is very 
much part of the game.
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